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SOME ASPECTS OF INSTITUTE AFFAIRS
PRESIDENT' S ADDRESS

BY RALPH D. MERSHON

The address of the retiring President of the Institute has
usually dealt with some aspect of engineering, or with the
engineer. It has been the exception, rather than the rule,
that a presidential address has discussed Institute af-
fairs. It seems to me eminently fitting and desirable that in
retiring from office, the President should record his views on the
more important matters affecting the interests of the Institute,
with which he has become acquainted as the result of his ad-
ministration, and the years of service that preceded it. It is
my purpose, therefore, to discuss some of the more important
problems confronting the Institute, and record my views on
them, and on some of the general conditions affecting the wel-
fare of our organization.

All of us, I am sure, desire that the intensity and scope of the
activities of the Institute shall continually increase. That new
technical committees shall be instituted, as fast as the progress
of the art of electrical engineering justifies them. That new
Sections shall be formed. That Institute meetings, or Con-
ventions, under the auspices of the Sections, shall be held when-
ever a Section desiring such a meeting can justify its authoriza-
tion. In fact, that Institute affairs shall always be so conducted
as to best conduce to the progress of the art with which our or-
ganization concerns itself. But there is a limitation on the de-
gree of such activities, quite aside from the willingness of the
individual members to give the time and energy necessary for
them; the limitation imposed by the relation between income and
expenditures. Take, for instance, the matter of technical com-

1261



1262 MERSHON: PRESIDENT'S ADDRESS [June 24

mittees. Whenever a new technical committee is formed it
means added expense, principally for printing. It means, under
our present method of procedure, that the matter resulting
from the activities of the new committee will be issued to each
of our 7500 members. It will be issued to each of them twice;
once in the PROCEEDINGS and once in the TRANSACTIONS. The
increased expense incident to the addition of a particularly
active technical committee may, therefore, be quite a consider-
able item. It is evident that our activities, through technical
committees, or otherwise, might be stimulated to a point where
our income would not be sufficient to meet expenses. The
Institute is approaching such a condition of affairs. The amount
of our annual expense is uncomfortably near to that of our an-
nual income. We must, in the near future, either slow down
in the rate of increase of our activities, or cut down our expenses,
or increase our income. We must either make our activities
keep pace with our increase of membership, or decrease the ex-
penses of our activities, or raise our dues. The last course would
be highly objectionable, and the first highly undesirable. The
second expedient, that of cutting down our expenses, is the only
one that appeals to me. I believe it to be feasible, and I am
sustained in this opinion by those of our members with whom I
have discussed the subject.
Our largest single item of expense is printing. Undoubtedly

we spend a good deal more for printing than is justified. From
time to time we print papers and discussions whose proper
medium is the technical journals, not the Institute publications.
Our printing and mailing expenses can be considerably reduced
by a more searchingly judicious selection of the matter for
publication from the wealth of matter presented before the In-
stitute. They can be much further reduced by devising some
scheme whereby each member will receive only that matter
which deals with the subjects in which he is interested, with the
proviso that he can receive all the matter issued by pay-
ing something in addition to his regular annual dues. Pos-
sibly, also, we can avoid sending out the same matter twice. Un-
doubtedly there can be, and should be, devised some expedient,
whether along the lines suggested or otherwise, that will be
acceptable to the membership and will result in a saving which,
for a time at least, will push forward the expense limitation upon
the increase of our activities. The membership should assist
the governing body in solving this problem.
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This question of expense has a bearing, not always clearly ap-
preciated, upon another matter. We often hear expressions of re-
gret that other societies have been formed to deal with subjects
presumably falling within the scope of the Institute. But I ques-
tion whether this is always, or ever, a proper subject of regret.

If a new society be formed some of its members will be men
who are also members of the Institute. These members, com-
mon to both societies, will pay into the new society dues in ad-
dition to those they pay into the Institute. Also, the new
society will send out its publications to its own limited number
of members.

If the new society be not formed, if the Institute takes up the
work, that the new society would cover, with the same degree
of intensity that the new society would, the Institute will do this
without any proportional increase of income, and will, under
our present scheme, send the publication of the new matter to
all the Institute members, instead of to the cemparatively few of
the new society. If it is true that the expense per member of
the Institute for issuing this matter will probably be less than in
the new society, it will not be enough less to counterbalance
the fact that the Institute will have no proportionate increase
of income, due to the new activity, and to the fact that the pub-
lished matter will be sent to all the Institute members instead
of the smaller number of the new society.

It appears, then, that a new society accomplishes for the art of
engineering, generally, two of the possible expedients mentioned
above in connection with the Institute. That is, it increases the
total income available for technical work, and keeps down the
gross expense by sending published matter to those only who are
interested in it. It would appear, therefore, that the splitting
off of a new society from the Institute is not an unmixed evil.
Perhaps there is, and in many cases I think there is, no evil in it
at all. Of the members of the new society who are not members
of the Institute also, few, if any, would have been members of
the Institute if the new society had not been formed, and such
additional members as might have been attracted to the In-
stitute by reason of the new activity would not have yielded an
increase of income comparable to the increased expense. On the
other hand, the formation of the new society will draw away from
the Institute few, if any, of its members.

Similar considerations apply to the question of amalgamating
engineering societies, of which we hear from time to time. If
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engineering societies were brought together in a very general
organization of the nature of a holding company, possibly some
considerable benefit might be derived therefrom. But if they
were to be actually amalgamated into one society, I think it
very questionable whether the disadvantages would not greatly
outweigh the advantages of such a course.

For a good while there has been a tendency based upon tradi-
tion and precedent, to limit the scope of the Institute's work
to those merely technical activities which some people seem to
think constitute the sum and substance of engineering work.
The attitude has been that the engineer is not concerned with
dollars; that it is beneath his dignity to deal with them. This
attitude has been maintained in the face of the fact that in all
important practical engineering work the question of dollars is
the very first one involved, whether it be in the construction
cost of the work, in the operating expense in connection with it
after it has been installed, in the profit to be derived from its
operation, or all of these. I believe it is becoming more and
more clearly realized that this old point of view is not only nar-
row, but erroneous; that a technical man is not an engineer
unless he is an economist, and that he can not be an economist
unless he can, and does, deal with the dollar side of every engi-
neering proposition. This more enlightened point of view is
being reflected in the work of the Institute, as is evidenced by the
appointment of committees to deal with such things as deprecia-
tion, operating costs, etc. It is to be hoped that this tendency
towards the liberalization of Institute activities will increase.
The system of local Sections, which has now been in opera-

tion in the Institute for ten years, has grown in importance and
value, and will undoubtedly continue to do so as time goes on.
I consider that some of the most valuable work of the Institute
is being done because of the existence of the local Sections
and I believe the importance and the value of the work done be-
cause of, and due to, the Sections will continually increase. I
say this the more gladly because at its inception, and for some
time afterwards, I took an unfavorable view of the Section move-
ment, and had grave doubts as to the possibility of the Sec-
tions ever amounting to much.

It has been suggested that the Sections be encouraged to make
their organizations more formal than at the present time. That
they have a system of technical committees corresponding to
the technical committees of the national organization, in so far as
the subjects with which the national committees deal are of
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interest in the part of the country in which the Section is located.
It has also been proposed that where a Section has a technical
committee dealing with a given subject, the chairman of the
committee shall be a member of the corresponding national com-
mittee. These suggestions are, it seems to me, worthy of care-
ful consideration. Their adoption would be a means of more
closely binding together and correlating the technical work of
the national body with that of the several Sections. I have,
during the past year, endeavored to realize some of the advantages
of such a scheme by appointing to committees men recommended
thereto, at my request, by the Sections. The adoption of the
suggested interlocking committee scheme would more or less
automatically take care of the matter.
But whether the idea of similar technical committees be car-

ried out to the extent suggested or not, it seems to me exceedingly
desirable that each Section have a Membership Committee
corresponding to the Membership Committee of the national
organization. And that hereafter any effort made to acquire
members be exercised, not by the Membership Committee of
the national organization directly, but by that committee through
the several membership committees of the Sections. It seems
to me hardly in keeping with the dignity of the Institute to cir-
cularize for members. If each Section has a Membership Com-
mittee, these local committees will be in a position to campaign
for new members, either by direct personal contact, or by en-
listing the aid of other members of the Section, who, by personal
contact and influence, can bring about the desired end much more
effectively than it can be accomplished by means of circulars,
and certainly in a manner much more compatible with the dignity
of the Institute.

It is desirable that the membership generally take a greater
interest in the conduct of Institute affairs, and participate in-
such conduct, so far as geographical location will permit. Many
of the problems arising in connection with the work of the In-
stitute can best be solved with the aid of our members, and they
should not only be encouraged but expected to lend this aid.
Such general participation would undoubtedly be facilitated if
there were a better geographical representation on the Board of
Directors than there has been in the past. While I realize that
the greater number of the Directors must be drawn from sections
of the country from which Institute headquarters are easily-
accessible, in order that the work of the governing body shall
not be hampered, yet it is desirable that a certain number
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of the Vice-Presidents and Managers be distributed over the
remainder of the country. This could be done, without running
the risk of seriously hampering the work of the governing body,
if that body were increased by the number of the members to be
apportioned to the districts more remote from headquarters. It
seems to me that such increase and apportionment is desirable,
not only as a means of participation, but as a means recogniz-
ing effective service and achievement on the part of members
distant from headquarters.

Participation by the members in the conduct of Institute
affairs would also be fostered by greater publicity in the
matters coming before the Board of Directors. We obvi-
ously cannot expect the cooperation of our members, no
matter how willing they may be to give of their time and
effort, unless they know of the problems on which cooperation,
advice, suggestion and criticism are desirable. There has been
a tendency to take the attitude that it might be harmful to the
Institute if matters on which there were differences of opinion in
the Board of Directors became known to the membership. To
my mind this is erroneous. I believe no live organization is
hurt by discussion, no matter how general it may become. In
fact the more open and general discussions are, the more likely
is the organization to maintain a healthy condition. If there be
vigorous differences of opinion, vigorously expressed, it is an
evidence that the organization is alive; and if there be any con-
tention, the more public it is made the more likely it is to be
conducted in a spirit of the utmost fairness. For my part, I
should much prefer an organization live enough so that its affairs
would evoke discussion, than one so dead that no discussion or
contention would ever have place. Discussion, constructive
criticism, even contention, when it involves matters of principle,
are evidences of the vitality and worth-whileness of the organiza-
tion, and not evidences of disintegration, or any tendency thereto.
I believe it much better in every way for the Board of Directors
to allow members to know of any considerable differences of
opinion that may arise in the Board, than to endeavor to cover
them up under the mistaken idea that harmn to the Institute may
result from their publicity. The Board should have nothing to
fear from publicity. If it has anything to fear, that is all the
more reason why the members should be apprised of the matter
at issue.
Much of the opposition that is at times evidenced in new de-

partures on the part of the Institute, and many of the criticisms
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of current courses of procedure, are based on precedent and tradi-
tion. While I believe precedent should always be considered,
I see no reason why it should not be promptly overruled if con-
trary to any course that on careful consideration appears ad-
vantageous and desirable. Precedent is, it seems to me, mainly
valuable as causing us to more carefully consider a course pro-
posed contrary to it, or as the basis for a decision in doubtful
questions. The most striking and valuable improvements have
almost always come as the result of action directly contrary to all
precedent. The criteria of yesterday will not necessarily serve
for today; and the criteria of today will probably not all serve
tomorrow. There is no more reason why we should necessarily
conform to the practise of others, or to our own practise in the
past in Institute affairs, than there is in any of the other affairs
of life. For instance, society is coming to see the futility and
false modesty of endeavoring to blink certain physical facts in
connection with human nature. It is coming to realize the false
modesty and almost criminality of endeavoring to ignore those
things which nature will not permit to be ignored except under
penalty, and as a result some matters are now openly discussed
with a frankness that would have caused our forbears to hold up
their hands in horror. There is no reason, that I can see,
why in Institute affairs, any more than in the other affairs of
life, we should hesitate to do those things that are obviously both
fundamentally right and expedient, no matter what tradition
may be outraged, or how contrary such course may be to previous
custom and-us-age.
There have been criticisms of some of the present methods of

conducting the affairs of the Institute which I think should be
viewed in the light of what I have just said, rather than in the
light of precedent. One of these is the matter of anything of
the nature of competition for the offices in the gift of the Insti-
tute. To my mind a spirit of competition is to be welcomed
rather than frowned upon. The offices of the Institute are no
sinecure. The officials and others conducting the affairs of the
Institute are directly responsible for the results obtained, and in
order that effective results shall be forthcoming it is necessary
that they devote a considerable amount of time and energy to the
work their tenure of office implies. It is a matter of congratula-
tion, therefore, it seems to me, that there should be competition
for an opportunity to do hard work. It is evidence of the live
condition of the Institute, and of its capability for accomplishing



1268 MERSHON: PRESIDENT'S ADDRESS [June 24

results. To my mind it is a great deal better both for the In-
stitute and the individual office holder that the latter attain his
office as the result of his frankly evidencing his desire for it, and
if necessary competing for it, rather than under the fiction, that
no one believes, which would make it appear that he is prevailed
upon to accept the office only through the urging of his friends.

There has been some objection to the circularizing which
has sometimes been resorted to in connection with the election
of officers; the idea being that it were better if the nominations
were quietly made, by a selected group of men, and the
election conducted without any possibility of opposition. In
other words, that, in effect, the officers of the Institute should
be chosen by a selected few instead of by the membership at large.
I have even less patience with this point of view than with that
just cited. To ptut a ban upon circularizing would be to throw
the power of nominating and electing into the hands of those who
might be in position to control these functions without the
necessity of circularizing, by virtue of their ability to avail them-
selves of organizations outside the Institute, or by their control
of organized cliques within the Institute. To forbid circularizing
would absolutely tie the hands of those independent of any other
organization, or of any clique, and would tend to put a premium
on the control of the Institute by oligarchy.

There has at times been evidenced a tendency to elevate to
the high offices of the Institute men who have done little, if any,
work for the organization. To my mind this not only works
an injustice upon those who have given the Institute their best
efforts, but is against the best interests of the society in every
way, especially if the individual's chief claim to prominence arises
from activities in fields other than that of electrical engineering
as defined by the Institute's constitution. One of the incentives
to effort on the part of the individual members of the Institute
is that of the possibility of recognition of such effort through
appointment, or election, to some official, or semi-official, posi-
tion. I am quite aware of the fact that in some quarters this is
not admitted, and that such sentiments as this are taLoo. But
to convince himself that the statement I have made is a true one,
one needs only to ask any individual who has labored faithfully
for the Institute, whether in case it had been possible for him to
have done the work accomplished without the remotest chance
of his name ever being known in connection with the results
attained. he would have been willing to labor as faithfully for



1913] MERSHON: PRESIDENT'S ADDRESS 1269

their attainment. In almost every case, if not every case,
an honest answer will compel the statement that he would not.

It is the young man starting into his life work that we especially
desire to attract to the Institute. Young men starting the
struggle for existence have scant opportunity for devoting them-
selves to things other than those which will immediately forward
their interests. Later on, when a certain amount of success has
been achieved, they may indulge in the luxury of altruism, but
until such measure of success has come to them they are
neither justified in indulging in the kind of altruism that
unrequited Institute work implies, nor are they willing to do so.
It behooves us, therefore, to make service in the Institute as
attractive to them as possible, and to this end we should so guard
the offices of the Institute, elective and appointive, that they may
be the reward, not only of achievement in electrical engineering,
but also of service in the Institute. That the membership will
feel that the criterion of fitness for these offices shall be not merely
prominence, however great, but also a generous measure of pre-
vious effort in forwarding the interests of the Institute and the
principles for which it stands.
Remarks similar to those I have made in regard to the Insti-

tute offices will apply to the question of membership in the In-
stitute, and preservation of the highest standard for the various
grades laid down in our constitution. In discussing the eligi-
bility of candidates for membership whose qualifications do not
seem to square with the requirements of our constitution, but
who are prominent in some lines other than those covered by
our constitutional requirements, those favoring the candidate
often make statements as to his great ability and express their
belief based thereon that he is entitled to membership. These
people lose sight of the fact that the requirements for membership
in the Institute are not a question of the opinion or belief of any
individual. They lose sight of the fact that the requirements for
membership have been agreed upon by the members of the
Institute and are laid down in the constitution. The only
opportunity, therefore, for opinion or judgment is as to whether
the candidate meets these constitutional requirements. If the
constitutional requirements are not what they should be, and if
the membership comes to the conclusion that they should be
other than they are, then they should be changed; but so long as
they stand, they, and only they, should be the standard by which
to measure. eligibility.
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I quite realize the fact that from the point of view of a few
some of the things I have said not only are unorthodox, but
border on heresy. I believe, however, that my views will be
concurred in by a large majority of the membership. If they
are not, then I cannot expect them to be of any effect or influence.
If they are, I sincerely hope they may have an influence on the
future course of Institute affairs.


